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Introduction  
 Large public universities have several goals.  Commonly these goals consist of 
educating students, conducting research and serving the greater community through 
outreach.  Within these universities there are a vast number of colleges, departments and 
service units whose main purpose is to either carry out the goals of the university or 
support them.  These supporting activities include tasks like recruiting high quality 
students, enabling more and better research, as well as supporting the day-to-day human 
resources needs of operating a university.  This is only to name a few.  There are a 
plethora of heterogeneous services taking place within a large university with diverse 
organizational goals.   
 There are many ways these organizations provide these services, and websites are 
often a core mechanism.  Using the web allows these organizations to provide 
omnipresent and efficient services, which in turn help the greater university achieve its 
loftier goals. 
 As websites have grown into this crucial role, the technical skill requirements 
needed to produce them have only decreased.  Where once one would have needed to be 
able to manually write hypertext markup, today one can use a variety of tools that will 
write that code – and even publish to the web, too.  The lowering of technological 
barriers means that organizations can publish content to the Web for less cost than ever 
before.
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 Despite this lowering of the technical bar, the task of creating websites with 
effective content has remained constant.  The cost of, and time involved with, producing 
and publishing on the web has become trivial, yet the task of publishing and maintaining 
a site remains daunting.  There is a litany of concerns that organizations wrestle with 
ranging from how information should be organized, to how it should be formatted and 
styled, to what the content of the site should actually be.  This last concern is perhaps the 
most challenging to address.  Before, the challenge of web publishing was in mechanics, 
now the challenge is in substance. 
Part of that challenge is determining what makes content on a website effective.  
One means is to measure the site’s impact on real-world goals.  Some of these goals are 
more obvious, such as recruiting more students, and some are less obvious, such as 
processing routine day-to-day business of the university.  
Another means of measuring effectiveness of content is through Zhang’s 
definition of “web hygiene” factors (Zhang, 2000).  Web hygiene factors are those items 
and characteristics on a website whose presence does not necessarily lead to satisfaction 
for a user, but whose absence does lead to dissatisfaction for a user.  This will be 
discussed in more detail later in this report, but Zhang’s list of web hygiene factors are 
primarily concerned with the effectiveness and quality of the content.   
Content strategy is a discipline within the website publishing profession that 
promises to focus on publishing effective content.  The discipline itself has been around 
for some time, but only in recent years has its popularity begun to surge.  Perhaps not 
coincidentally this practice has become more popular at the same time that the technical 
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difficulty in web publishing has decreased.  There are a handful of associated techniques 
and practices that claim to increase the effectiveness of content on a website, as well as 
improve the process of publishing to make it more efficient.  Yet, despite this promise 
and the practice’s burgeoning popularity, there are not many reports on the actual impact 
of adopting the techniques associated with content strategy.   
Given the challenges and opportunities presented in web publishing for higher 
education institutions, combined with a means of understanding effectiveness, the goal of 
this research is to explore content strategy adoption and impact within the realm of higher 
education.  Are organizations adopting these content strategy techniques, and if so, what 
has been the impact in terms of observed efficiency and effectiveness, as well as web 
hygiene? 
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Literature Review  
 Having an effective website is of critical importance to nearly any service-
oriented organization.  Websites are now expected of organizations as, according to the 
Pew Internet and American Life Project, 78% of American adult internet users use the 
internet on an average day (“Online Activities, Daily”, 2010).  Indeed, Hernandez (2009) 
called it “the principal medium of communication to interact with current and potential 
customers.”  In the realm of education one study of 7,867 high-school juniors and seniors 
found that visiting a college’s website was the number one activity students conducted in 
researching a prospective future college (Ashburn, 2007).   Higher education should take 
special note of this, as well as the high numbers listed in the Pew Internet and American 
Life Project showing that 93% of teens (ages 12-17) and 95% of young adults (18-29) use 
the internet.  A graph of this research is presented in Figure 1 (“Updated: Change in 
internet access by age group, 2000-2010,” 2010). 
 
Figure 1 
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 Other authors have underscored the value of the web for higher education, as 
well.  A discussion paper written by individuals from the University of Glasgow stated, 
"the University web site is the main communication channel with the external world and 
with students and staff,” and that the Web is “an indispensable communication channel” 
(Brys, 2004, p. 4). 
The web has only grown in popularity and with every passing year increasing 
adoption only raises the importance of a website to its organization.  With this popularity, 
there has been a groundswell of new web disciplines, professions, professional 
associations and methodologies.  A large number of books, articles, conference papers 
and the like have been written on these emerging subjects including usability, 
accessibility, analytics, information retrieval, interface design and information 
architecture, among many others (The following is a list of example books in these 
subjects: for usability see Krug, 2006; for accessibility see Thatcher, 2006; for analytics 
see Kaushik, 2007; for information retrieval see Herrera-Viedma, Gabriella & Crestani,  
2006; for interface design see Eaton, 2003; for information architecture see Morville & 
Rosenfield, 2007).  These web disciplines, and the volumes that have been written about 
them, have been valuable to all organizations as they grapple with the task of creating and 
maintaining web presences.  These disciplines mentioned are also fairly well established 
and recognized among web professionals.  The focus of this research concerns a 
discipline known as “content strategy.”  Content strategy has been around for several 
years, but only in the past two years has it really made significant waves in the world of 
web professionals. 
“Most web project schedules postpone content development until the eleventh 
hour.  As a result, content quality is often seriously compromised. When we 
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practice content strategy, we ensure that our web content is treated as a valuable 
business asset, not an afterthought” 
(Halvorson, 2010, p. 3) 
 
 This quote starts the recent book on content strategy that has served to re-
invigorate the field.  What Halvorson is discussing is a common problem in the website 
development process.  The creation and curation of content have been a known pain point 
in the web design industry.  Another popular book in the web design world states that 
“content responsibility is the most time-consuming aspect of a website owner’s role… 
writing and collating content for a website is a huge undertaking and the biggest reason 
that web projects fall behind schedule” (Boag, 2010, p. 11).  Often the focus of a website 
redesign, or the creation of a new site, is largely on the “look-and-feel” or the design and 
user experience.  It is a standard practice to create designs first and to insert “lorem 
ipsum” text as filler where a page has no real content.  Lorem ipsum text, which has been 
around for hundreds of years, is simply several paragraphs of Latin copy used as dummy 
text when real text cannot be used.  So, while the look-and-feel is carefully considered, 
actual content is usually an afterthought, taken for granted.  This method prompted 
Jeffrey MacIntyre to opine: 
It’s an open secret in our daily work how often the challenges posed by content 
elude our collective talents and acumen. We’ve all been there. For me, lorem 
ipsum makes it personal. It personifies the proposition at the heart of what content 
specialists do and mocks how often the manifold complexities of content can get 
the better of all of us. 
(MacIntyre, 2008) 
 
To clarify, MacIntyre regards the practice of inserting lorem ipsum text to be an insult.  
This is the call-to-arms for content strategy.  Content strategy argues to change this 
paradigm and put content at the forefront of the design process.  It asserts that content, 
not design, is in fact the most integral part of web site construction. 
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 Though it has evolved and taken on different, nuanced meanings to different 
people, the content strategy concept has been around since the late 1990s.  In 1998 Stear 
wrote about “content management strategy” as something that “sets the philosophy and 
direction for the enterprise’s use of content” (Stear, 1998).  Stear went on to discuss 
details of his conception as having three parts-- the vision, the strategy and the 
implementation (p. 88).  Though the way web content is delivered is much different today 
than it was in 1998, the goal of being strategic and mindful about how an organization’s 
content is delivered to customers has had consistently high value.  In later years, others 
would make significant contributions to refine the discipline. 
 Libraries in higher education institutions have been adopting content strategy 
practices since as early as 2003.  Ryan wrote:  
To ensure a dynamic, properly maintained web site that succeeds in 
“consolidation through planning,” administrators should consider following a 
strategic planning process that encompasses a mission statement, a purpose 
statement, web site administration, structure and organization, content, 
maintenance and updates, and evaluation and assessment. 
(Ryan, 2003, p. 208) 
 
Though she does not mention the phrase “content strategy” or “content management 
strategy” specifically, the long list of items to consider read very much like a detailed 
description of the modern conceptions of content strategy.  Notice this advisory statement 
says nothing of drop-down menus, color schemes, font families or other typical look-and-
feel considerations. 
While Stear’s definition of content strategy captures the philosophical impetus for 
the field, it lacks specifics, and Ryan’s specifics lacked an all-encompassing term to 
describe these items.  Both of these would be supplied by others over the years.  Ann 
Rockley introduced the concept of a “unified content strategy” in 2002 as a “repeatable 
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method of identifying all content requirements up front, creating consistently structured 
content for reuse, managing that content in a definitive source, and assembling content on 
demand to meet your customers’ needs” (p. 12).  With this definition, content strategy 
had become much more specific, more definite.  Rockley concerned herself with the 
systematizing of content creation and delivering it in a just-in-time fashion, as needed.  
This perspective regards the corralling of content, the efficiency of a content creation 
system through order and rules.  The sheer volume of content on the web and within an 
organization demands this order for purposes of findability and relevance.  Rockley’s 
work stands as one of the most influential books on the field.  
More recently, content strategy evolved further.  Kristina Halvorson offered a 
more accessible definition of “content strategy” in 2008 as “the practice of planning for 
the creation, delivery, and governance of useful, usable content” (“The Discipline of 
Content Strategy”, p. 12). There are some key differences between Rockley’s and 
Halvorson’s definitions.  Rockley’s definition is a process, a specific four-step process 
that reads more like step-by-step instructions.  Contrast to that, Halvorson defines content 
strategy not as a process, but as a practice.  Inserting the term “practice” elevates content 
strategy into a category of web profession.  It also implies more ambiguity, more room 
for interpretation.  This definition has set the tone for how content strategy is thought of 
today.  
The definitions set by Halvorson and Rockley are probably the two most 
important in the industry, but others have offered useful ways to think about content 
strategy, as well.  In 2011, Abel and Earley wrote a definition that seemingly meets 
halfway between Rockley and Halvorson by describing content strategy as “a systematic, 
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repeatable plan for efficiently governing the creation, management and delivery of useful, 
usable, accessible content” (p. 1).  This definition borrows heavily from both Halvorson 
and Rockley, suggesting that some agreement among practitioners is occurring.  
 There are a few other often-quoted definitions of content strategy.  Before 
Halvorson, writer of the popular book Content Strategy for the Web, defined the 
discipline, Rachel Lovinger stated the “goal of content strategy is to use words and data 
to create unambiguous content that supports meaningful, interactive experiences” and 
further proposed that “everything is content” referring to all aspects of a website 
(“Content Strategy: The Philosophy of Data”, 2007).  This view of content strategy cares 
less about whether content strategy is a practice, plan or method.  Instead, she focuses on 
what the idea of content strategy is, which is akin to Stear’s thoughts from 1998.  She 
states the goal of creating quality content, using the words “unambiguous” and 
“meaningful.”  Claiming that everything is content is a weighty statement to add.  This 
would seem to imply that all other disciplines in web management, including the 
interface design, the information architecture, the information retrieval, et cetera, are all 
themselves parts of the greater content strategy.  This perspective gives content strategy 
the feeling of overall website strategy, assuming managerial authority over all aspects of 
site creation and maintenance. 
 As should be clear, the discipline of content strategy is still evolving.  There are 
disagreements on the scope and specifics, but most of the definitions are in some shape or 
form an argument for a systemic approach to producing quality web content on an 
ongoing basis.  And for the purposes of this study, that is how this discipline will be 
approached.  The following is taken from a discussion between two of the foremost 
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authors on the defining of content strategy and is a good illustration of the kind of 
conversations taking place:  
I see Content Strategy not as a thing, but as a practice that is involved at all stages 
of a project, from planning through maintenance. Content Strategy involves hard 
definitions of What, When, Who, and How. (Less Strategic and more practical)… 
 
Exactly what are the content needs?  Who is going to develop the content? How 
will the content be created? What is the specific editorial process to be followed 
for the project? Who must approve what?  
 
…Not doing this kind of content development strategy is the main cause for 
projects with “late content.” In most cases, the content was not late, the project 
plan was just wrong because of lack of rigor. 
 (“What is Content Strategy”, 2008) 
 The above quote is paraphrased from a comment by Richard Sheffield on a blog 
post by Colleen Jones and it gets at the meaning I will be utilizing for this study. This 
argument insists that content strategy is more than just a single thing, a “concise 
statement” as Jones had put it, but rather a practice.  The principles of this practice are to 
ask “Why,” but then quickly follow with the “What, When, Who and How.”  These 
questions underlie the practice of content strategy and take shape in a group of specific 
associated techniques.   
These techniques are what will be measured in this study, as it is meant to discern 
whether an organization is applying techniques, versus whether an organization is 
adopting content strategy in general.  The notion of asking an individual whether or not 
they are adopting content strategy in their organizations is flawed due to the ambiguity 
behind the term, the lack of a shared understanding among practitioners and the newness 
of the field.  The specifics of the measurement will be discussed later in this paper. While 
there are many practices and techniques that are associated with the discipline of content 
strategy, I will use four general prominent practices.  These four areas of practice are 
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content auditing, roles and responsibilities, policy-setting and web analytics 
measurement.  These four areas were chosen because many notable individuals in the 
field have consistently mentioned each of these as key ingredients in content strategy.   
 To discuss techniques, it makes sense to start with the critical practice of content 
auditing.  “At the heart of a unified content strategy is content. Before you can model 
your content, and subsequently unify it, you need to gain an intimate understanding of its 
nature and structure” (Rockley, 2003, p.103).  Rockley is describing the process of 
assessing what content is already present in a website.  Hand-in-hand with this process is 
the content inventory or content matrix.  This inventory is a spreadsheet document that 
houses the findings of the audit.  It includes a variety of metadata about the pages being 
examined.  This metadata can be rudimentary, recording items such as page title, address, 
description, type, site area and word count.  They can also be rich with process-oriented 
data, such as the owner of the content on the page, the last time it was updated and when 
it is to be updated next (Sheffield, 2009, p. 86-97; Halvorson, 2010, p. 47-69).  In 
discussing the complexity of this document, Rockley described it this way, “the larger the 
scope, the more work is involved, but the greater the return on investment” (2003).  
 Others have written about this technique with similar praise and gravity.  
Sheffield wrote, “Of all the documents described in this book, this is the most important” 
(2009).  Halvorson added: 
Auditing web content – especially a large website – might sound tedious and 
time-consuming.  It can be.  But the results are extraordinarily valuable.  In fact, 
an audit is your key tool for making a business case for any web content project.” 
(Halvorson, 2010, p. 47) 
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When the authors of three of the most prominent published books on the discipline 
discuss content strategy practices in this way, they demonstrate just how pivotal it is to 
the success of website communication and design. 
 There is even evidence that these views are being carried out by practitioners in 
higher education.  In an article discussing a recent university library site redesign, Ballard 
reflected and advised, “With many redesign projects, staff jump in early with design 
mockups. Resist the urge to do this.”  Instead Ballard and her team “conducted an 
extensive review of our content” (Ballard, 2011, p.135).   Clearly, many regard the 
process of auditing content and creating content inventory documents to be integral to the 
design and redesign processes. 
 While the content inventory is clearly important, it is merely a document.  Only 
people can make it useful.  As is often quoted in management articles, when something is 
everyone’s responsibility, it is no one’s responsibility.  This leads into a second important 
content strategy practice: roles and responsibilities.  Halvorson describes the various roles 
possible in a content maintenance and publishing process with some detail (2010, p. 155-
161).  The size and complexity of an organization and its site will dictate the scope of the 
roles.  The first role, and most necessary, is a “web editor-in-chief.”  This role is where 
the responsibility of the content of a website ultimately rests.  This role is responsible for 
establishing policies and processes, enforcing them as needed, providing training, 
motivating staff and playing a major role in determining the overall purpose and mission 
for a web presence.  Having a web editor-in-chief also takes care of one of the issues with 
the web publishing process that staff at the University of Glasgow noticed, namely that 
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“no one keeps the overall view of the website – sections are added ad hoc and without 
much consultation” (Brys, 2004). 
The team that is lead by the web editor-in-chief includes various other writers, 
reviewers, editors and specialists.  The term “specialists” is left intentionally vague, as 
whom that might be depends on the nature of the site.  Halvorson specifically mentions 
the need for a “search engine optimization specialist,” or a person who has expertise in 
attaining high ranks in various commercial search engines, like Google.  This line of 
thought coincides with Lovinger’s thoughts of “everything” on a site as content, perhaps 
suggesting that other fields of web professionals might fall under the direction of a web 
editor-in-chief. 
Many others have made similar recommendations regarding roles, 
responsibilities, workflows and publishing systems.  Brys offered that other universities 
should, “set out clear web responsibilities at the department level” and “setup workflow 
procedures for publishing content” (2004, p. 5-6).  All of these recommendations aim to 
defeat the issues identified and listed by Brys, including problems that occur because 
“many content authors do not plan ahead and turn to the IT help desk for assistance just 
before the deadline,” and “some content authors are not really committed to the website: 
they publish information but they don’t maintain it” (2004, p. 7).  Further, while many 
recognize the importance of the web, they “don’t see it as their task.”  All of these, and 
more, are real world issues in the world of web content publishing and maintenance, 
specifically in higher education institutions that depict the challenge of content in the face 
of the importance to the organization. 
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A third practice of content strategy is the process of policy, regulation and rule 
making.  It is a content strategist’s job to establish these documents that form the bedrock 
of a web publishing system.  Examples of these policies are mission statements, style 
guides and “process diagrams” (Sheffield, 2009, p. 107). Process diagrams are flowchart 
models that depict “the entire process with all the decisions that need to be made along 
the way.”  By creating and curating these foundational documents, content strategists are 
drawing specific boundaries and rules for the web team to follow.  To paraphrase one 
crystallizing thought on the importance of these strategic documents, “(it) means that 
Web stakeholders don’t have to guess or argue about which are the right initiatives for 
the Web” (Welchman, 2009).  To take that further, boundaries and rules can be helpful in 
reducing stress and increasing efficiency. 
 While certainly there are other practices associated with content strategy, a fourth 
and final practice for the purposes of this study is measurement, specifically, web 
analytics. “Web analytics, the practice of web traffic analysis, provide intelligence for 
marketers and executives responsible for proving return on investment (ROI)” (Wiggins, 
2009).  Analytics software packages such as Google Analytics, Piwik, Webalizer and 
Mint, to name a few, run on a website and track page load data.  This gives the owner of 
the website information about where visitors are geographically located, whether they are 
new or returning, how long they stayed on the site, information about their navigation 
path, and so on.  Content strategy uses this information as a means to understand the 
success or failure of page content.  One example of a tactic that helps identify whether 
content is meeting the needs it was set out to meet, i.e. measuring content, is by 
establishing a “key performance indicator” or KPI.  In short, a KPI is a specific 
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quantitative web metric that an organization establishes as critical to reaching a given 
goal.  For example, a popular KPI is measuring the number of times an action is taken on 
a page, such as clicking on a “donate” or “apply now” link.  Halvorson described KPIs as 
being both a fundamental means of evaluating content strategy, as well as something that 
can only be uniquely defined for a given organization based on context (Zeldman, 
Benjamin, Halvorson, & Kissane, 2010).  Over time, website owners can set benchmarks 
to understand the relative success or failure of a KPI.  Beyond KPIs, Wiggins describes 
another method: 
To determine how well site content matches user expectations, few tools can 
outperform search log analysis. If analysis of site search query terms reveals a 
significant disparity between the language that the site visitors use and that which 
the site employs, the chances are good that the content does not fit user needs.  
(Wiggins, 2007, p. 23) 
 
Identifying and watching KPIs and pouring over site search logs are just two examples of 
the plethora of means to use web metrics to understand site content performance. 
 These four areas of practice content auditing, roles and responsibilities, policy 
setting and web analytics measurement, are key ingredients in content strategy adoption 
and implementation.  They are consistently mentioned in books, articles and 
presentations on content strategy. With all of these best practices and methods being 
increasingly promoted, some questions come to mind.  Are organizations adopting these 
practices?  If they are adopting them, are they actually implementing them thoroughly?  
What is the value in adopting them?  These questions underlie the motivation for this 
study.  The last question regarding value deserves attention, as the term “value” needs to 
be defined in order to be measured. 
17 
 
Among the many ways of measuring a website’s value, one is the model of 
Satisfiers and Dissatisfiers (Zhang, 2000).  Zhang used the theory of hygiene and 
motivators (Herzberg, 1966, p. 71–91) as a foundation to talk about how users experience 
sites.  Herzberg found that the presence of certain elements in the working environment 
of man is consistently related with job satisfaction (motivators), while other elements are 
consistently related to job dissatisfaction (hygiene).  The idea behind motivators is that 
the presence of certain aspects will increase satisfaction, though their absence does not 
displease a worker.  In contrast to that, hygiene aspects are those that if they are present 
will not lead to satisfaction, but if they are absent they will lead to dissatisfaction.  
Maslow’s influential hierarchy of needs (Maslow, 1954) formed the theoretical basis of 
Herzberg’s hygiene factors.  Hygiene factors, as described by Herzberg, are those that in 
Maslow’s terms meet the basic needs of man, and are necessary to prevent 
dissatisfaction. 
 Zhang applied these concepts to websites to discover if certain elements of the 
user experience could be classified as hygiene or motivator factors.  The only difference 
is that instead of using those terms, he used the more readily understandable “satisfiers” 
and “dissatisfiers.”  Zhang created a list of 74 elements of user experience on a website 
and asked participants, experienced web users who happened to be college students, to 
label these elements as dissatisfiers or satisfiers (2000, p. 1257-1260).  Zhang’s findings 
show conclusively that certain elements correlate to hygiene, others to motivators, and 
some fell between the two.  The item most associated with hygiene was “Content that 
supports the Website’s intended purpose” (p. 1262). Other hygiene factors were clear 
navigation or directions, accurate information, up-to-date information and relevant 
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information.  Several conclusions can be made from this data that are relevant to this 
study.  First, these results indicate that quality content is a basic need of web users, which 
underscores the importance of content strategy practices.  Secondly, a mechanism for 
evaluating the content of a site is emerging.  Dissatisfiers, or hygiene, can be evaluated 
for each site, and for the purposes of this study, will be a key metric for determining 
value or return on investment of content strategy practices. 
 Another metric that will be employed in this study is “observed efficiency and 
effectiveness.”  Measuring website hygiene is essential.  Hygiene gets at the quality 
component of content strategy.  The other component of content strategy, system, is what 
observed efficiency aims to measure.  Bailie offers a way of thinking about the 
measurement in terms of “shortening of the turn cycle” (speeding up the content 
publishing process) and the “peace of mind that comes with knowing that your content 
assets are present and accounted for” (2011, p.21-22).  To build on these thoughts, one 
could characterize these measurements as efficiency and effectiveness.  Observed 
efficiency and effectiveness will be the subject’s own opinion of how efficient and 
effective their web publishing system is.  This data, combined with a self-report of site 
hygiene, will present an argument for the value organizations experience based on the 
handling of their website strategy. 
 Content strategy has been a buzzword as of late.  Countless books, articles, blog 
posts, bulletins, conferences and meetings have been devoted to this discipline in the last 
few years.  What might account for this buzz could be the fact that, as Baillie put it, 
“content has become a major pain point” in the world of web publishing.  Content 
strategy, and the practices relating to it, promises to alleviate that pain.  This study 
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intends to examine the realization of this promise.  Content strategy and its related 
practices have relevance to any organization publishing on the web, including higher 
education.  Thus, this study will use one large public university as its pool from which to 
draw participants. The objective of the study will be to determine both the extent to 
which website content strategy practices are being adopted and implemented, as well as 
their impact in academic organizations within a large public university in terms of 
observed efficiency and website hygiene. 
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Methodology 
 In order to study the adoption of content strategy techniques within a large public 
university, a web survey was created and distributed to web communication professionals 
at a large public university.  Prior to the distribution of the survey, the study was 
submitted to and approved by the Institutional Review Board at the University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill for research using human subjects.   
The first task in administering the survey was to determine who would actually 
take the survey itself.  It was of the utmost importance that the participants engaged in the 
survey were in fact staff members who played a role in the creation and maintenance of 
content on the web (the term “web communication professionals” will be used to describe 
this group).  Unfortunately, there is no document that contains this information, nor is 
there a consistent means of discovering this information.  Despite this challenge a list of 
these web communication staffers was created by two means.  First, many web pages of 
colleges, academic departments and service units within the university actually listed 
information about who served in these roles.  Typically this information could be found 
in staff directory pages.  Additionally, other participants were added by soliciting contact 
information of other web communication professionals from known web communication 
professionals.  Though the exact number of individuals who actually play a role in the 
creation or maintenance of web content is still unknown, 37 subjects were identified and 
asked to participate in this research.   
The study population received two emails requesting their participation in this 
research: first, an initial solicitation and then a follow-up reminder ten days later.  
Participants were informed of the confidentiality of the survey, and that the name of the 
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university being studied would not be revealed in this report.  Of the 37 that were invited 
to participate, 30 actually submitted a completed survey, which is a response rate of 
81.08%.  All participants were contacted by their university-given email address. 
The survey itself consisted of twenty-four questions organized into four sections. 
The survey contained twenty-one multiple-choice closed-ended questions, however seven 
of these questions provided a means for the participant to indicate an alternate answer.  
The other three questions were open-ended with no multiple-choice options.  For all of 
the open-ended parts of the survey, the responses were reviewed, put into categories and 
coded for analysis.  A survey aiming to measure content strategy technique adoption has 
not, to my knowledge, been done before.  Therefore, the survey and all of the questions 
had to be created through lessons learned in the literature review.  See the Appendix to 
view the survey.   
The survey itself can be divided into four distinct sections.  The first section asked 
questions about the subject and the subject’s organization.  The next aimed to develop an 
understanding of the subject’s organizational adoption of content creation and 
maintenance techniques.  This section addressed content auditing, policy-making and 
roles and responsibilities.  A third section attempted to identify the way in which the 
subject’s organization utilized web traffic data.  Finally a fourth section asked the 
participant to rate their own organization’s efficiency and effectiveness based on ordinal 
scales.   
Every participant encountered at least nineteen questions.  If the participant’s 
organization did indeed track web traffic data, that participant was asked more questions 
about usage of that data.  If a participant responded positively to whether or not the 
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organization possessed a content inventory document, more questions were subsequently 
asked about that document.  Also, for any special terminology included in the survey, 
such as content inventory, a definition was provided.  Lastly, the survey itself was pilot 
tested a few times by other web professionals to ensure that the survey made sense and 
was in working order. 
The results of the survey were analyzed using univariate and bivariate statistics 
through the use of SPSS software (version 19).  Descriptive statistics, including 
frequency distributions and pie charts were generated.  Taking the assumption that the 
results were not normal, nonparametric Spearman correlation was used to discover 
relationships among variables.  This was especially key in understanding whether the 
adoption of content strategy techniques predicted certain results in terms of efficiency 
and effectiveness. 
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Results and Analysis  
The Sample Population – Demographics 
As stated earlier, the survey contained responses from thirty individuals within a 
large public university.  A large public university has a multitude of functions relating to 
academics and research and the activities that occur to support these functions.  For the 
purposes of this study, the survey attempted to identify to which broad category the 
participant’s organization belonged: a college, an academic department, a service unit, or 
something else.  Large universities have a specific hierarchy.  They consist of multiple 
colleges, or schools, and each college contains multiple academic departments.  Beyond 
this hierarchy, there are peripheral support units that will be called “service units” for the 
purposes of this study.  A service unit is a centralized organization on campus that is 
responsible for a supporting role, such as the cashier’s office, information technology or 
human resources.  Nearly all the respondents were able to categorize themselves in one of 
these three terms, but from 
the survey a fourth 
category emerged: central 
communications.  This 
fourth group is technically 
a service unit, but its role 
as the leader of web 
communication strategies 
for all colleges, 
Figure 2 
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departments and other service units argues for a separate identifiable group.  Each group 
was represented in the responses, with the largest group being service units, of which 
43.3% identified as, after that followed colleges with 33.3%, academic department at 
16.7% and central communications at 6.7%.  
Responses to other demographic questions show that participants represented 
organizations of varying size.  26.7% of respondents indicated that their organization 
consisted of less than 10 employees, while 50% hailed from organizations with greater 
than 50 employees.  These groups of varying sizes publish web sites that contain various 
numbers of pages, as well.  A small majority of respondents described their web site as 
containing roughly between 101 and 500 web pages (30%), while the second most 
popular choice was more than 1000 pages (26.7%).  This diverse sample is representative 
of a large public university, as large public universities have tens of thousands of 
students, thousands of employees and many organizations of different size and scope. 
A final demographic question was asked about the participant herself.  The survey 
defined a webmaster as “the primary person in charge of the technical maintenance, 
creation and improvement of an organization’s website.”  Responses to this question 
again depict a diverse group of participants.  43.3% indicated that, yes, they were in fact 
the webmaster of their particular organization, leaving 56.7% indicating that they were 
not.  Space was also provided with this question for those who were “unsure.”  By 
reading these comments, it was straightforward to infer whether the participant was a 
webmaster, as defined by the survey. 
There are many variables to consider when it comes to the creation and 
maintenance of web content at a large public university.   The participants’ responses 
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demonstrate the complex set in terms of type of organization, size of organization, count 
of web pages and technical roles involved. 
Update Frequency and Maintenance Methods 
 Survey questions were designed to portray the way in which a participant’s 
organization handles the creation and maintenance of web content in terms of content 
strategy techniques.  In order to perceive the nature in which web publishing occurs in an 
organization, questions were asked regarding existing methods.  Only 6.6 percent 
indicated that they updated their site fewer times than once every semester (either once a 
year or once every few years), while 60% update and create new web pages several times 
a week or even more frequently.  The survey also shows that organizations typically 
entrust the publishing and maintenance of web content to between zero and five 
individuals (56.7%) and that two-thirds of organizations have a centralized model rather 
than distributed responsibilities.  Thus the majority of organizations on campus can be 
characterized as having small core teams of individuals who are constantly updating and 
creating content as a service to the rest of their organization. 
Content Strategy Techniques: Content Inventory 
 A set of questions in this survey aimed to measure the adoption of content 
strategy techniques and methods, a central goal of this research.  As emphasized in the 
literature review, the content inventory document is perhaps the most critical content 
strategy technique.  Of the participants polled, only 26.7% stated that their organization 
maintained a content inventory.  For those who might be unfamiliar with the term, a 
general definition of “a document that lists your organization’s web content” was 
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provided.  The questions that followed regarding the use of the content inventory 
document showed scattered results from the few participants who were prompted to 
respond.  
Content Strategy Techniques: Publishing System 
 Beyond the content inventory document the survey also attempted to identify an 
organization’s web policies and its roles and responsibilities.  Regarding written policies, 
46% of organizations have a document on the mission or purpose of the website.  Similar 
trends appear when respondents were asked to indicate whether they had policy 
documents on writing and metadata, with 50% or greater reporting that documentation 
does not exist.  While the minority reported possessing documentation on policies, 58.6% 
of organizations agreed that that there exists a defined system of roles and responsibilities 
when it came to publishing content on the web.   
 Other findings in this group of questions show that organizations tended to have a 
“web editor-in-chief,” or “someone who is tasked with helping to establish and enforce 
all web content policies, standards, and guidelines” (Halvorson, 2010).   Two-thirds of 
the participants responded positively when presented the definition and asked whether a 
person like that existed in their organization.  
 The survey also covered training opportunities available to web communication 
staffers within an organization.  For this study training is viewed as a part of the greater 
system of roles and responsibilities.  In general the survey found that training occurrences 
are rare.  Respondents were asked to rate how frequent training opportunities were 
offered for the topics of web standards, accessibility, content management usage, writing, 
metadata and search engine optimization.  A small minority, less than four, for each 
27 
 
category indicated that training has happened more than once for any given topic.  Most 
reported that trainings in these areas either have never occurred, occurred only once or 
very rarely. 
Web Traffic Data 
The overwhelming majority of those surveyed collect data related to their web 
traffic (90%).  Based on a positive response to this question, respondents were given four 
follow-up questions on web traffic data and how it is used in their organizations.  When 
given the option to rate how often their organizations use website tracking data to inform 
decisions relating to site aesthetics, information architectures, content, and metadata, the 
respondents indicated relatively low usage.  In each category, except content, 60% or 
greater selected “Never” or “Sporadically/Reactively,” meaning that the majority either 
do not make use of the traffic data or if they do, it is not a “Regular” part of their website 
management.  The ratings for the “Content” category were not much higher either, 52% 
indicated “Never” or “Sporadically/Reactively,” while 20% indicated “Regularly.”  One 
other note in this area, 63.3% of respondents indicated that they do indeed log what users 
search.  
Efficiency, Effectiveness, Hygiene and Weight 
The final portion of the survey asked participants to evaluate sentences based on a 
four point Likert-scale.  The questions were designed to identify how the participant 
would rate their website and their organization in terms of efficiency, effectiveness and 
website hygiene.  A fourth category of measurement in this section focused on “weight” 
or the importance of web content to an organization.  While this report has already 
28 
 
established the importance of the internet and websites to higher education, these 
questions were added to seek whether or not organizations agreed with this importance.  
All of the questions in this section together were meant to provide some performance 
assessment for web content management systems employed within organizations.   
The overwhelming trend was that respondents are satisfied with current website 
content management systems implemented in these various colleges, departments and 
service units.  Given that “Strongly Disagree” was coded as “1” and  “Strongly Agree” 
was coded as “4,” the statement that showed the most gravitation to one or four was “Our 
organization sees our website as an integral part of achieving goals” with a 3.57 mean 
(60.7% indicating “Strongly Agree”).  Other topics that received favorable marks 
regarded civility among the website team, efficient creation of content, accurate content 
and relevant content, all of which had means greater than three.  There was less positive 
agreement in response to the statement: “Our organization finds website projects to be a 
source of anxiety” with the mean being 2.71.  None of the participants strongly disagreed 
with this statement and 21.4% indicated strong agreement. 
Relationship Analysis 
Part of the intentions of this survey was to identify the relationships between the 
adoption of content strategy techniques and the impact of these techniques on website 
efficiency, effectiveness and web content hygiene.  In order to find these relationships, 
nonparametric correlation coefficients, Spearman’s rho, was used with the aid of SPSS 
Statistics software.  Again, the small sample size does limit the meaning and relevancy of 
these conclusions.  Despite this limitation, some correlations did exist at a statistically 
significant level. 
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A positive correlation between the adoption of content strategy techniques and 
their impact on efficiency, effectiveness and hygiene was expected.  The results, 
however, were mixed.  Unexpectedly the employment of a “content inventory” document 
by an organization was, though not statistically significant, not related to the subject’s 
rating of “Our organization efficiently creates and updates content.”   Another surprising 
result was that there seemed to be no relation between an organization having 
documentation on writing for the web and the self-ratings of efficient creation of content.  
There were other cases similar to these where the possession of documentation had little 
relation to perceived efficiency, effectiveness and hygiene.  In one extreme case, the 
presence of documentation related to branding had a statistically significant negative 
correlation to the efficient creation and updating of content. 
While those relationships were not predicted, there were positive relationships 
identified that were expected.  Specifically the relationships between web traffic data 
collection and efficiency, effectiveness and hygiene were positively correlated.  For 
example, those who indicated that they used web traffic data to inform decisions about 
content tended to also rate themselves as more efficient and indicated less anxiety.   
In terms of website hygiene ratings, there appeared to be more favorable 
relationships with content strategy technique adoption.  The survey saw a positive 
relationship (rho of .828) between those who used a content inventory document to list 
basic descriptive information and those who indicated that their site had few or no broken 
links.  This suggests that those few who did possess a content inventory felt more 
confident about their site in terms of hygiene.  Additionally, a positive correlation existed 
between defined roles and responsibilities and hygiene factors. 
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The following is a sampling of bivariate statistics for this study: 
Variable 1 Variable 2 
Correlation 
Coefficient 
(Spearman’s 
rho) 
Significance 
(2-Tailed) N 
Regarding this "content inventory" 
document, please indicate your 
level of agreement with the 
following statements.    "Our 
content inventory document... - 
lists basic content information like 
page title or address. 
Please evaluate the following 
statements, "Our organization 
efficiently creates and updates 
content. 
 
.17 .388 28 
Does your website have policies or 
best practices documents that cover 
the following? - Writing 
Please evaluate the following 
statements, "Our organization 
efficiently creates and updates 
content. 
 -.016 .937 28 
Does your organization have 
clearly defined roles and 
responsibilities for publishing web 
content? 
 
Please evaluate the following 
statements, "Our organization's 
website team has full backing 
and support of administration. 
 .512** .009 25 
Does your organization have 
clearly defined roles and 
responsibilities for publishing web 
content? 
 
Please evaluate the following 
statements, "Our organization's 
website team struggles to 
implement best practices and 
policy. 
 -.408* .043 25 
Does your website have policies or 
best practices documents that cover 
the following? - Branding 
Please evaluate the following 
statements, "Our organization 
efficiently creates and updates 
content. 
 -.492** .008 28 
How many people does your 
organization employ?   
Please evaluate the following 
statements, "Our website 
contains accurate and correct 
information. 
 -.389* .041 28 
Rate the following items in relation 
to how you use website tracking 
data to inform decisions relating to 
the following: - Content 
Please evaluate the following 
statements, "Our organization 
efficiently creates and updates 
content. .537** .007 24 
Rate the following items in relation 
to how you use website tracking 
data to inform decisions relating to 
the following: - Content 
 
Please evaluate the following 
statements, "Our organization 
finds website projects to be a 
source of anxiety. 
 -.459* .024 24 
Regarding this "content inventory" 
document, please indicate your 
level of agreement with the 
following statements.    "Our 
content inventory document... - 
lists information about who is 
responsible for the content. 
Please evaluate the following 
statements, "Our website has 
zero or very few broken links. 
 
.828* .021 7 
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Does your organization have 
clearly defined roles and 
responsibilities for publishing web 
content? 
 
Please evaluate the following 
statements, "Our website has 
zero or very few broken links. 
 
.431* .022 28 
**. Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed) 
*. Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) 
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Discussion 
Before discussing or analyzing any of the results from this study, it is important to 
mention some major limitations.  There are two primary limitations to be aware of: the 
relatively small sample size and the newness of the survey instrument.  Because of these 
factors, all results of the survey can be called into question and cannot be generalized to 
other higher education institutions and their handling of web publishing.  My hope for 
this report is that it serves as a good starting point for this subject rather than a definitive 
audit.  This report is exploratory and will hopefully be a conversation starter for future 
reports and studies.  A discussion of the results as well as conclusions, speculation and 
recommendations will follow, but please keep these limitations in mind. 
Prior to the administering of this survey, many significant indications existed 
implying the importance of the web and websites, especially relating to prospective 
students’ research (Ashburn, 2007, Hernandez, 2009, Pew Research Center's Web & 
American Life Project, 2010).   This survey has furthered these assertions.  Two-thirds of 
the individuals surveyed indicated that their organizations had over 100 web pages and 
94% of the entire group updates content on their sites several times a month, or even 
more frequently.  Added to this, 96.4% of respondents related that their organization’s 
website was an integral part of achieving goals, with 56.7% strongly agreeing with that 
statement.  The large numbers of pages, the high frequency in which they are updated, 
combined with the strong feelings towards their sites in achieving goals, are clear signals 
that websites are critical to the success of an organization and organizations are putting 
much effort into this critical function.  This information calls attention to the need for 
organizations to possess efficient and effective strategies for handling the content on their 
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websites.  The university and its colleges, departments and units are engaged in a high 
stakes operation when it comes to web content creation and management.  
The emergence of the practice of content strategy and its associated techniques is 
a field that purports the ability to increase efficiency, effectiveness and hygiene and is 
therefore a relevant subject for study.  While there is disagreement among the experts in 
this field about what content strategy is precisely, agreement does exist in terms of 
techniques and methods.  The survey attempted to identify whether organizations at this 
public university were adopting content strategy techniques including content auditing, 
documentation and policy, web editing roles and responsibilities, and web traffic data 
analysis.   
Results of the adoption of these practices were mixed.  Only a small handful 
indicated that their organization uses the most crucial artifact of the content strategy 
toolkit, the content inventory.  However, those few that did showed signs of reduced 
anxiety regarding website projects and increased confidence in web hygiene factors.  Yet, 
at the same time, there was no relationship between the adoption of a content inventory 
document and ratings on perceived efficiency.  It is difficult to draw a great deal of 
meaning from these results not only because of the conflicting reports, but also due to the 
limited participation.  Given that only seven participants could respond to follow up 
questions about the content inventory, questions such as “is the content inventory 
regularly updated?” are less useful.  One could speculate that despite the definition for 
the term being provided, there may not have been a true understanding of the question.  
Thus, despite the existence of some statistically significant positive relationships on 
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impact, the adoption of the technique is low and its role as a factor of efficiency, 
effectiveness and hygiene is somewhat inconclusive.   
One could also speculate as to the reasons the adoption is as low as it is.  There 
really are only a few likely reasons.  Either the technique is known and a conscious 
decision was made to not utilize it, or the technique is unknown.  For those who had prior 
knowledge of this technique and chose not to adopt it, one could further speculate as to 
the reasons why not, such as not having enough time or viewing the method as 
inconsequential.  Regardless, in order for these organizations to adopt this technique, a 
persuasive argument needs to be presented that convinces them of the value of this 
method in terms of effort and time. 
The other forms of content strategy appeared to have greater traction in 
organizations, albeit with mixed results as far as actual impact.  Of these other practices, 
the tracking and analysis of web traffic logs had the most significant positive relationship 
with regards to impacting efficiency and hygiene.  The literature around web analytics 
predicts this, stating that web traffic metrics “inform decisions ranging from what content 
should go on which page… to how to delight users when they get to our website” 
(Kaushik, 2010, p. xxii).  The positive relationship between web metrics informing 
decision-making regarding content and increased efficiency and decreased anxiety 
reflects and support that prediction.  And in stark contrast to content auditing, the 
overwhelming majority of subjects have adopted at least the collecting of web traffic 
data.  The results of this survey suggest that while this majority does at least collect 
traffic data, a large number of individuals do very little with it.  But, those that do use it 
to inform decision-making are seeing positive results.   
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Because the adoption of web traffic data collection is so much more prevalent 
than content auditing, the conclusions and relationships deriving from this subject are 
richer and more reliable.  There are a couple of explanations for this difference in 
adoption.  First, web analytics as a field has been able to establish itself much more 
firmly in the world of website professionals.  Secondly, the actual implementation of 
website tracking data requires very little effort.  Relative to the amount of work that is 
currently involved in content auditing, collecting web metrics is far easier.  
 Beyond web analytics and content auditing, the other techniques being measured 
concern documenting roles and responsibilities and the general system of content 
publishing.  The argument being tested is that defining these items and implementing 
them would lead to less anxiety, and greater perceived efficiency and effectiveness.  At 
best the results show inconclusive evidence to support this argument.  There actually 
might be more evidence that would directly contradict it in fact.  For example, there are 
only negative correlations present between all questions regarding documentation, 
roles/responsibilities, training and the effect they have on self-ratings of efficiency.  In 
some cases, this negative relationship was statistically significant, for example 
documentation on brand policy had a rho of -.492 and 2-tailed significance of .008 when 
correlated to the statement, “our organization efficiently creates and updates content.”  
The explanation for this unexpected result can likely be explained by the limitations of 
the survey.  Ideally the participants would have been given follow-up questions or 
interviewed in person to explain the reasons they rated these items in this way.  
Unfortunately, the results of this survey alone do not provide a comprehensive 
understanding. 
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 The results of this survey also indicate that  web content publishing and 
maintenance is in the hands of relatively few people. Two-thirds of the respondents 
indicated that the updating of web content was the responsibility of a small group of 
centralized specialists.  The results further hint at a feeling of being overwhelmed.  There 
were two comments left in the web traffic data analysis portion that suggest this 
conclusion.  In one case, a participant wrote, “Using (Google Analytics) is something we 
SHOULD do, but with only one person working on this 2 days/week it's hard enough just 
to keep up with updates and posting new information.”  Another stated, “[I] would like to 
use web analytics more than I do. It is hard to find the time to use it up to its potential.”  
The evidence presented is not overwhelming, but it does intimate that there might be a 
need for more resources, whether human resources or time.  Tactics, like content 
auditing, documentation, policy setting and publishing workflows might seem to be 
useful at a time when sufficient resources can be devoted to the effort and, but perhaps 
some might view them as added responsibilities on an already full work plan. 
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Limitations 
 This study was meant to be exploratory in nature.  Despite the growing popularity 
of the discipline of content strategy, a shared definition for the discipline does not exist, 
let alone a survey instrument on the subject.  This study attempted to identify some 
common methodologies mentioned by various leaders in the field of content strategy.   
With that list, the study attempted to determine whether or not others were applying 
them.  In this way the study hoped to explore content strategy techniques adoption.  The 
speculation involved with this initial analysis is one of several limitations of this research.   
Also, because the survey was sent to a pre-defined specific population at a single 
university, and due to the small sample, the results of the study are not able to be 
generalized to all large public universities.  As stated before, the population consisted of 
web communication professionals within one large public university.  Further, the results 
may not be generalizable to the university where the study was actually conducted due to 
the same limitations associated with a pre-defined sample population that did not include 
all web communication professionals within the university. 
 The validity of the responses could also be an issue due to the self-reporting 
nature of the survey.  Several strategies were utilized in an attempt to add validity.  First, 
confidentiality of the survey results was guaranteed before beginning the survey.  
Secondly, several questions had “other” options where respondents could type in their 
own response.  Lastly, follow-up questions were added that confirm the validity of 
previous responses.  Yet, despite these follow-up questions, additional information could 
have proven beneficial for analysis. 
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Despite the limitations of the scope of this study and speculation associated with 
it, the hope is to provide some insight into adoption and value of content strategy 
techniques and provide an interesting starting point for future studies. 
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Conclusion 
 This study has found that there is some adoption of content strategy techniques in 
a large public university, and that adoption has mixed results in terms of perceived 
efficiency, effectiveness and web hygiene.  Web traffic data collection saw widespread 
adoption as well as positive impacts on the organization.  Documentation, governance 
and general systemization of web content publishing and maintenance had low to 
moderate adoption and mixed results.  Finally, content auditing had very low adoption 
and was mostly unrelated to results concerning efficiency, effectiveness and site hygiene 
among that small population of adopters. 
 While the importance of the web as a communication and marketing tool 
continues to be emphasized on all accounts, there is less agreement on methods to 
employ and resources to devote to the actual management of these important sites.  
Colleges, department and service units are handling thousands and thousands of pages of 
web content. The stakes are high, the volume of content is daunting and the anxiety 
associated with meeting the challenges presented is great.  These organizations have a 
distinct desire to have effective websites.  The university’s ability to accomplish lofty 
goals is directly impacted by their efforts, so the effectiveness of these sites is more than 
just desired, it is essential.  The extensive publications, presentations and conferences 
dedicated to the concepts, methods and techniques of content strategy could offer 
tangible advice and methods to meet these challenges.  Organization administrators, as 
well as the staff they supervise, should learn about these methods.  Through a shared 
greater understanding of the benefits of content strategy techniques, organizations might 
produce more effective websites, more efficiently.
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